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Call to Worship

Come and worship the one angels lauded,  
kings worshiped, and shepherds adored: we come and worship. 

Come and worship, faithful and doubter, regular and visitor, 
old and young, rich and poor: we come and worship. 

Come and worship the infant saviour, who shines as brightly as the moon.
Wonder and glory meet at his manger: we come and worship.

Prayers of Approach, Confession and Grace

We come, Eternal One to bring You 
our praises and our prayers,
our love and our longing, 
our failures and our fulfilment,
knowing You meet us here,
as we gather in the night to welcome Your light,
and worship with Your Church across the world and the ages.

In the darkness of this night, Lord Jesus 
and in the gloom of our world, 
we come to worship You.
For in You our hungers are satisfied, 
our longings stilled, and our warfare ended.

In the stillness of the night, Most Holy Spirit,
You touched the earth, 
inspired angels to sing to poor shepherds,
warned Joseph and Mary of danger, 
and led them to safety.

Forgive us when we don’t listen to You,
when we prefer the gloom to the light, 
war to peace, 
yearning to fulfilment, 
greed to sharing, 
and hatred to love.
Forgive us and give us time to change!  Amen.

The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light! 
So, walk in the assurance of God’s grace and forgiveness;
be people of light, forgive one another, 
and have the courage to forgive yourselves!

Prayer for Illumination

Eternal God,
Your angels sang the message of eternity 
into our finite time and space,
bless us now as we hear again Your words, read and proclaimed,
that we might sing of Your praises now and for evermore, Amen.

Readings	

Isaiah 9: 2 – 7  |   St Luke 2:1-14 -20

Sermon Notes

Isaiah

Difficult times beset the prophet Isaiah.  He wrote in an age of oppressive government and political failure.  There was internal political disagreement and battle, and external threats from surrounding nations circling the divided nation like predators before their prey.  In such times the people were tempted to follow other gods and find solace in superstition, but Isaiah had declared that this would lead to greater darkness and distress.  The darkness Isaiah wrote of in today’s reading was both physical and spiritual; God’s judgement was coming, and Isaiah saw this as being embodied in the coming invasion and destruction of the Northern Kingdom of Israel.  Spiritually the following of other gods had led the people away from their own God.  Isaiah saw the hopelessness of these actions yet found hope in God’s forgiveness and salvation in a promised new king.   Against the threat of imperial invasion, Isaiah offers a the light of liberation.  In the past the people walked in darkness but now they are to experience something quite new.  Now there is light and celebration around the birth of a child.  This child’s birth had been foretold a few chapters earlier and now instead of oppression a child comes bringing peace to a war-ravaged people.  The just leader, the wonderful counsellor, the mighty God, the prince of peace is coming!  We read Isaiah’s words and think of the angel’s much later visit to Mary telling her she would bear a son and name him Jesus.  Then a war ravaged, occupied and despondent people would find hope in a stable, divinity in a barn, and strength in the vulnerability of a new-born baby.   Isaiah offered light in the darkness, hope of a new start, a hope that is fulfilled for us in Jesus who offers love to everyone regardless of all the petty distinction we try to erect.  This love tears down barriers and division and invites a weary world to find strength in weakness, rest on the edge, and joy in the manger.

St Luke

We gather to celebrate the birth of the Christ-child, a child born for us all, in difficult times when our politics are divided, when migrants who, like the Holy Family, have had to flee war, oppression, and barbarous regimes are demonised.  Thankfully Egypt didn’t return those who fled to it back to Israel.  Yet we are here, on this long night, to celebrate the birth of the baby whom his mother foretold would bring down the powerful from their thrones and lift up the lowly.  The one who would fill the hungry with good things and send the rich away empty handed.  Now the baby has arrived but the things his mother foretold are still things we long for.  When Luke wrote his account of Jesus’ birth up he was faced with the similar situation we find ourselves in; trying to work out how the prophecies and promises of the long-promised messiah might come to pass.  Like us he would have seen in Jesus the hopes of the world, but, also like us, he had to deal with the world as it is.  Luke, therefore, sets the story of Jesus birth into come concrete political reality; a census and some governors.  The census was designed so Rome would know how many people there were to tax.  A tax to be paid by subjugated and oppressed peoples who had to finance their oppression and subjugation.  Taxation was vital in the Roman Empire; it paid for more wars, infrastructure projects, and all aspects of the Roman state.  The Romans trumpeted their peace but it was a peace born out of military might, oppression, bloodshed, and exploitation of natural resources.  Of course all this imperial taxation and empire building was a bit beyond Joseph and Mary.  They just knew they had to go and get registered; the rest might have been a bit above their heads.  But in the story of a forced journey we see the millions of displaced people whom empires move at a whim.  Without that imperial oppression Mary could have given birth at home, with her mother and relatives at her side.  Instead, the machinations of empire give us the story we’re so familiar with.  Then, in Luke, we have a bit more of a blow to the powerful.  The first people to hear the news of God’s entry into our world were not, as in Matthew’s Gospel, exotic Magi or even the king, but lowly shepherds.  These working people were on the edge of their world, forced to work on the sabbath, to stay out on the hills tending their sheep, the lowest of the low.  Our hymn writer understood this with the line “certain poor shepherds out tending their sheep."  The message given to these outsiders was extraordinary: there’s good news for all people!  Not just the up and in but the down and out too.  The Emperor Augustus was seen as being the proclaimer of good news for people and creation, one calendar in the ancient world dated time from the Augustus’ birth as the beginning of the good news.  Luke counters this with the good news of Jesus birth.  Here is true rejoicing, here is true peace, here is true good news.  Augustus had called everyone to be counted so they could pay more tax and be exploited; the angels bring better news of joy and freedom for all!  Jesus isn’t born in the centre of power but is found in unimportant, insignificant Bethlehem.  No palace or exquisite crib for him, instead a simple feeding trough for animals.  The Emperor Augustus, with great modesty, described himself as the saviour of the world; Luke tells us of a different saviour, an eternal saviour, born on the margins of society.  This is a challenge to the Roman ideas of power and leadership.  

Weaving Threads

We live in difficult times; unfiltered anger in our social media spills out into our attitudes around our politics and society.  Trends from America become popular here and politicians offer ever more simple answers to complex questions.  We’re still at war or preparing to be at war and the angel’s promise of peace seems hollow.  We don’t know how to have civilised political conversations for fear they won’t stay civil yet both our readings this evening speak into the political realities of the writers’ days.  Isaiah wrote in dark times offering light and hope in the birth of a baby.  Luke’s presentation of Jesus’ birth is incredibly political.  Luke subtly counters Roman propaganda, or what we might now call ‘fake news’ with truly good news, his affirmations about Jesus debunk the ridiculous pretentions of the Roman emperor and we learn, in Jesus, to find a place where our hungers are satisfied, our politics find peace, and our darkness banished.  We’ve a temptation to think of the spiritual when we’re in church and try and divorce that from the tangible, the practical, and the political; we should be careful when we do that and ask whom it helps.  Neither Luke nor Isaiah did that and their message was, at one and the same time, practical and spiritual, political and other worldly.  This shouldn’t surprise us as that baby, born on the edge of empire’s reach and made to flee his land for safety, grew up, saw the king murder his cousin, preached about practical changes to make to life, told the tax collectors not to cheat, critiqued the religious collaborators of his day, did not deign to speak to Herod and said very little to Pilate, was subject to trial and torture, death and disgrace.  Yet God raised him from the dead, and vindicated him.  We prefer to keep Jesus in the cradle, to stay with the charm of this night, but we can’t separate the baby from the man, the messenger from the message.  God’s goodwill resounds through the universe, God’s preference for the poor is seen at His birth into our world, and God’s promise of a coming kingdom is one that gives us hope, and the powerful food for thought.

Affirmation of Faith

This Christmas we affirm our belief in God who creates all things:  
people, languages, truth, beauty 
and every colour in the rainbow. 

This Christmas we affirm our belief in Jesus, 
God made flesh,  born in poverty and exile, 
with neither hotel nor military base to stay:  
a migrant with nowhere to lay his head. 

This Christmas we affirm our belief in the Holy Spirit, 
the power of God, who gives us the courage 
to welcome the stranger,  feed the hungry, and love the foreigner, 
as our ancestors in faith  
were once foreigners and strangers themselves. 

This Christmas we affirm our belief in the Church, 
which, despite appearances, is guided by God, 
created to love, and to journey, hand in hand with God, 
through both starry night and light of day.  Amen.

Offering

Christmas is about giving; worship always involves giving.  We give of our time in simply being here, we give of our love and our attention as we hear again the ancient stories and work out how they apply to our contemporary world.  At Christmas we know the joy in giving; the delight when a gift is received, the joy in choosing the right thing, knowing it will be useful, valued, and treasured.  We find delight too in giving to good causes which make a difference, which shine like lights in the gloom.  So now, at this point, we give to the work of the church, here and across our nations, that it too may shine like a light in the gloom.  Let us pray:

God of every good gift,
bless all that is given here this night,
gifts of love, gifts of sacrifice,
thoughtful treasures given to make a difference,
and bless those who’ve given,
that in our giving we may know something of Your love. Amen.

Holy Communion

The prayer is interspersed with a sung response from Isaac Watts’ great hymn Joy to the World.  With slight adaptations these could be left out if desired.

Holy and Merciful God, maker of all;
blessed are you for all the wonders of creation.
All your works, from the heights of the heavens,
to the depths of the sea and land, 
echo the silent music of your praise.
You gave us breath and speech, melody and harmony,
to join all living things to sing your praise:
Let heaven and nature sing, let heaven and nature sing,
let heaven, let heaven and nature sing.
 
God of heaven and earth, God with us on the streets where we live,
God with us in the infant Jesus, You came to be with us 
to show us the way to peace, reconciliation, and healing.

Born into a world of conflict, 
Jesus showed us how to seek justice, 
love kindness, and care for the vulnerable.
As we gather around this table laid for us in Jesus’ name,
we give You, thanks, O God,
for all the meals we have shared over the years,
and for those we will share in the year to come.
Thank You for our companions.
Thank You for all the goodness we taste in the gifts of the earth.
Thank You for the many ways You feed us.
We remember all Your children who do not have enough
and we pledge ourselves to share what we have more generously:
With wonders of his love, with wonders of his love,
with wonders, wonders of his love.
 
In this time of silence, O God, 
we offer all the concerns that burden our hearts
and ask you to help us carry them for a while:

Silence

All this we surrender to you to hold and to heal,
in the transforming name of Jesus Christ.
 
We remember another night, long ago,
when Jesus shared in the simplicity of a meal with his friends,
and, during that meal, he took some bread, blessed it, broke it,
and gave it to his friends saying:

“Take this all of you and eat it, for this is my body, broken for you.”

After the Supper was over he took a cup of wine,
said the ancient blessing and gave the cup to his friends saying:

“Take this all of you and drink from it, 
for this is the cup of my blood, poured out for you, for the forgiveness of sins.
Do this in memory of me.”

Let us proclaim the mystery of our faith:

Christ has died!  Christ is risen! Christ will come again!

God of mystery and manger, 
come again to feed us at this table,
so that we may taste your presence in our lives.
Let your Holy Spirit move in power over us 
and over these gifts of bread and wine,
that they may be for us the communion 
with the body and blood of Christ.
As we taste the bread and sip the wine
may we know that Jesus Christ, your love made flesh, 
shares our flesh and frailty.
Open our eyes to see him in each other, that together we may:
Repeat the sounding joy, repeat the sounding joy,
repeat, repeat the sounding joy.                    

Through Christ, with Christ, in Christ, 
in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 
all glory are yours, Eternal One, now and forever. Amen

Prayer after Communion

O Most High, in the darkness of this night 
You have shone with the brightness of dawn, 
and made known to us again
the coming of Jesus Christ, Your word made flesh.
Fill us with Your Holy Spirit, that we may honour and follow 
the way of Jesus, now and evermore, Amen.

Blessing

May the joy of the angels,
the eagerness of the shepherds,
the perseverance of the wise men,
the obedience of Joseph and Mary,
and the peace of the Christ-child
be yours this Christmas;
and the blessing of Almighty God,
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,	or Eternal Majesty, Enfleshed Word, Enlivening Spirit
be with you and all whom you love,










	Hymn Suggestions

	
	RS
	CH4
	StF
	MP

	O Come All Ye Faithful
	160
	306
	212
	491

	On Christmas Night All Christians Sing
	153
	294
	
	537

	Born in the Night
	188
	
	193
	62

	While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks By Night
	155
	296
	221
	764

	It Came Upon the Midnight Clear
	144
	303
	205
	345

	Silent Night
	147
	
	217
	597

	What Child Is This? 
	170
	
	
	749

	It Was On A Starry Night
	
	302
	206
	

	Night of Peace, Hail the Holy Child
	
	
	211
	

	Hark the Herald 
	159
	301
	202
	211

	Joy to the World
	135
	320
	330
	393


RS – Rejoice & Sing | CH4 – Church Hymnary 4 | StF – Singing the Faith | MP – Mission Praise
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